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ABSTRACT 
Sexual, social and employment success have been linked to the physical capital drawn from having 
aesthetic attributes of the socially idealized body. In certain workplace settings, such as health and 
fitness centres, the body becomes a mainstream commodity with physical capital affording the fitness 
worker a high degree of distinction and adoration as well as employment opportunities. The 
employment relationship is shaped by 'lookism', with both the employer and employee taking 
advantage of the fitness worker's idealized form. The worker’s physical capital provides a walking 
billboard advertising the employer’s products and services, while exposure to comparison and 
adoration provides a heightened sense of self-worth, distinction and celebrity for fitness workers for 
which they are prepared to trade-off employment conditions. In redefining what they want from work, 
fitness workers challenge the traditional purpose of trade unions, and question their ability to deliver 
what these workers want from their employment relationship. 
INTRODUCTION 
Health and fitness centres are imbued with the paramount importance of the visual image.  In this 
ocularcentric culture, the employee's physical capital (Bourdieu 1984) is a walking billboard for 
the consumption of the employer's products and services. The centre is a space where critical 
gaze is ever present - in which the viewing of self, of others and by others is a cultural norm. It is 
a space filled with images evoked through the physical artefacts of posters of celebrities and staff 
which line the foyer, and evoked by the very nature of the aesthetic performance (the labour 
process) which clients consume. At the core of the health and fitness industry’s product lies the 
social and physical creation of the idealized body, as well as the creation of the service itself by 
labour.   
This paper revisits an earlier study by the authors conducted in 1993 (Sappey & Maconachie 
1996) in the Queensland commercial health and fitness industry. The data from the 1993 study is 
historically significant, capturing the conditions of employment in an unregulated setting prior to 
the introduction of the first industrial award in the industry. Fitness workers bargained directly 
with employers over all aspects of the employment relationship without the constraints of 
industrial regulation or the presence of trade unions.  
While the focus of the 1993 research was on exploring the employment relationship prior to the 
industry becoming regulated (it being the last award free industry in Queensland at that time) the 
phenomenon of fitness workers trading off what one would consider standard working conditions 
for the opportunity to work (‘perform’) was clearly identified, although not then conceptualized 
in the literature. Since 1993, several streams of literature have evolved which have triggered our 
renewed interest in that phenomenon: the sociology of the body (Shilling 1993; Turner 1996); 
aesthetic labour (Warhurst et al 2000); the social relations of space (Lefebvre 1991); body history 
(Helps 2007) and the sociology of consumption (Saunders 1988).  Accordingly, this paper 
revisits the 1993 research to explore it in the conceptual context of physical capital and its 
implications more broadly for unionization. 
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The1993 study took place at a time when the Queensland commercial fitness industry was yet to 
be clearly defined, the function of ‘fitness instructor’ was not included in the Australian 
Standards Classification of Occupations (ASCO) and therefore, both were invisible to Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data collection. This ‘invisibility’ required data to be drawn from five 
sources to facilitate cross-validation. The primary source was a state-wide mail survey distributed 
to a non-probability sample of 269 industry employers drawn from an available sample from the 
1993 Queensland Yellow Pages. This listing was cross-validated with local government records 
compiled from a survey distributed to all Queensland Town Clerks and Shire Presidents, 
requesting listings of fitness centres operating within their jurisdiction. Because of the 
unregulated nature of the industry this was the only means of identifying an employer sample of 
269 employers (25% response rate). A state-wide mail survey was also distributed to fitness 
workers through the embryonic fitness professionals’ association, the Queensland Fitness and 
Health Association (QHFA) to the total population of its 500 members (27% response rate). The 
questionnaire was designed to cross-validate much of the data collected from the employer 
questionnaire. The survey data were supplemented by 16 unstructured interviews with the 
Federated Miscellaneous Workers Union (FMWU) and Queensland Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (QCCI) officials, the President of the embryonic employers’ group representing the 
small number of multi-million dollar fitness centres (Queensland Health and Fitness Centres 
QHFC), commercial fitness centre owners and managers, fitness instructors, state and local 
government planning and health inspectors, the Queensland Chief Industrial Inspector and a 
former Head of the Queensland Industrial Relations Commission (QIRC). 
In 2008 the authors will be replicating the survey component of the 1993 study for a longitudinal 
comparison of the effect of regulation on industry conditions of employment, with an additional 
focus on the significance of physical capital as a factor in bargaining and outcomes. 
The paper is divided into three sections. The first briefly considers new streams of literature 
surrounding the body as a cultural product and the fitness centre as a space within which the 
quest for the culturally desired body image occurs. The second section examines the unregulated 
1993 Queensland health and fitness industry and outlines conditions of employment within 
fitness centres, with fitness workers apparently prepared to sacrifice wages and conditions for the 
chance to perform and display their bodies, their physical capital, before an envious, questing 
clientele. Section three explores the implications of these issues, and the different orientation of 
these workers, for trade unions. 
THE BODY AS A CULTURAL PRODUCT 
A fundamental premise of this paper is that the body is a cultural product and not a natural 
phenomenon. The body’s nature (shape, size and functions) are defined and shaped by the social 
forces and images of the popular culture in which that body exists (Grey 2005:56). The idealized 
body of the 21st Century, as constructed in popular media representations and celebrity images, is 
layered with images and meanings which become the prime constituent of personal and social 
identity (Synnott 1993:1-3). Accordingly, it is increasingly a pathway to life chances and is 
linked to sexual, social and employment opportunities and success (Warhurst et al 2000). This 
has grown in tandem with a literature on the body, industrial relations and occupations which 
explores emotional and aesthetic labour in ocularcentric occupations such as sex workers 
(Sanders 2005) and flight attendants (Taylor & Tyler 2000; Williams 2003). 
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The strong relationship between self-identity and the body under the conditions of late modernity 
has seen the body elevated to a project in and for itself. The value of the body has shifted from its 
functional capabilities to its physical appearance, aided by the decline in institutions (particularly 
religion) as a means of providing meaning (Giddens 1991), various technological developments 
such as cosmetic surgery and scientific exercise regimes, and the rise of consumerism with the 
body being a site for display and consumption (Budgeon 2003). In the search for meaning and 
control in our lives the body is elevated to a project of self-identity (Grey 2005: 58-59), a project 
in and for itself as a means by which individuals seek meaning in their lives through the control 
at a micro-level of their own body image. 
This is in keeping with Bourdieu's concept of ‘capital’ (Lee 1993). For Bourdieu, cultural fields 
such as sport provide a setting for exploring the consumption patterns of various class groups and 
the ability of individuals to actively alter their set trajectories (Frew & McGillivray 2005: 163). 
Health and fitness centres would be a sub-cultural field (of sport and recreation) where physical 
capital is developed and used to symbolically subordinate those who do not hold the appropriate 
physical attributes.  Physical capital is a lever to gain the symbolic power of 'distinction' 
(Bourdieu 1984), and is a critical asset in ocularcentric workplaces such as fitness centres with 
their visually conscious culture.  
The fitness centre is the space where not only the quest for a culturally determined aesthetic takes 
place, but also a space which participates in the construction of a particular body aesthetic (Frew 
& McGillivray 2002; Grantham et al 1998), using multiple mediums (images, music, magazines, 
MTV) to reinforce that aesthetic through celebrity images. Both producers and consumers of the 
fitness centre experience acknowledge the pervasive effect of the internal social space of the 
centre upon their practices and the aesthetic performance of the fitness worker (Frew & 
McGillvray 2005). This is consistent with social geography literature which has explored the 
spatiality of the production process and the workplace (Moss 1995). 
The fitness centre is also a specific location with its own positional economy based on the 
consumption patterns of those who occupy that space. Within that space, physical capital is not 
only constructed and celebrated through ocular consumption (gazing) (Featherstone 1991) but it 
also becomes a tradable asset (Lee 1993).  Within that positional economy, the distinction of 
physical capital can earn the fitness worker adoration and even celebrity status from clients. In 
this context, fitness workers are distinguished from others required to ‘perform’ in their duties. 
The literature on emotional labour typically focuses on the expression (putting out) or the 
suppression (holding back) of emotion at the organization’s behest or prescription (Hochschild 
1983). For fitness workers, the expression of emotion is either a natural reaction to the release of 
endorphins or pride in exhibiting a body which has taken years of hard work to shape. In many 
ways it is their customers who invest emotion (adulation) in the relationship. While one aspect of 
emotional labour relates to the shaping of feelings in others, the literature points to a sense of 
achievement or empowerment from demonstrating emotional expertise (Taylor 2001). In this 
context it seems there is a three-way relationship occurring between the fitness worker, the 
customer and social views about the idealized body occurring within the fitness centre 
environment, allowing the fitness worker’s physical capital to attract, retain and motivate the 
client within a framework of adulation and awe. 
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Physical capital can also become a mainstream commodity and a tradable asset within the 
employment relationship between fitness worker and employer. This commodification and 
tradability of physical capital is akin to sexual labour. Some of the literature on sexual labour 
concerns itself with the appropriation of women’s sexuality by men, as employers, customers or 
co-workers (Adkins 1995). More recent research has encompassed women’s ability to capitalize 
on their own gender performances (Adkins 2002) and this is relevant to fitness workers. Studies 
undertaken of the deployment of women’s bodies in the airline industry stress the ‘appropriation 
of women’s bodies by the employer to increase custom and profits’ (Wolkowitz 2006:82), and 
the production of a feminine aesthetic. Such analyses view the economic value of gendered 
performance as allowing organizations to use women’s bodies to brand their product (Tyler & 
Hancock 2001).  The organization is viewed as not only constructing and absorbing the new 
embodied identities and capacities but also distorting the body by turning it ‘into an empty sign 
of corporate branding’ (Wolkowitz 2006:83). 
Like workers in the retail fashion industry who provide a visual link between production, 
distribution and consumption and must purchase and wear the current clothing range as well as 
conform to management’s expectations of bodily self-management (Leslie 2002), the fitness 
worker’s physical capital provides a walking billboard advertising the employer’s products and 
services. This appropriation of women’s appearance and sexuality is often not without women’s 
active participation and has been argued to provide women with power in the workplace 
(Gottfried 2003). For fitness workers, client adoration brings symbolic power and a strong sense 
of self identity. 
For fitness workers to transform their physical capital into symbolic power, self-meaning and 
self-identity, they must have access to the fitness centre economy, to the stage which is a space 
controlled by the employer. We argue that for many fitness workers the goal is to gain access to 
the stage, and they are willing to exchange traditional employment rewards for more intrinsic 
psycho-social rewards.  
The following exploration of the Queensland commercial fitness industry highlights these issues. 
 
THE QUEENSLAND FITNESS INDUSTRY AND CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT 
In the mid 1970s government initiatives and growing awareness both individually and at a 
corporate level of the benefits of physical activity, resulted in a rapid growth of the commercial 
fitness industry. In 1989 it was estimated that Australians spent $200-400 million each year on 
fitness classes (Shoebridge 1989:98). In spite of this rapid growth, the industry was largely 
‘invisible’ to external bodies. Health and fitness centres were, in effect, an unidentified subsector of 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Recreation, Sport and Fitness category. The key occupational 
groups, aerobics instructors, fitness counsellors, gym supervisors and exercise physiologists 
remained hidden until their incorporation in the Australian Standard Classification of Occupations 
(ASCO) in 2003 which has permitted data collection in the 2006 census. As a consequence, in 1993 
the number, gender and age of fitness personnel were statistically unknown, as were the general 
conditions of their employment.  
The making of the first industry specific award, the Health and Fitness Centres and Indoor Sports 
Award- South East Queensland took effect on 3 May 1994. The Award was instigated by the 
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Queensland Health and Fitness Centres (QHFC), the employers’ association covering the larger 
fitness centres which at best represented 17% of industry operators. Labour was unorganized, with 
union participation rates estimated, at best, at 6%.  The motives of the QHFC in negotiating a 
consent award in a previously unregulated industry, with a preference clause in favour of the 
Federated Miscellaneous Workers Union (FMWU), which our surveys indicated had no members 
in the industry, were purely strategic. The larger QHFC employers felt that they were unduly 
targetted by government regulatory agencies of all types because of their higher visibility, and 
sought to impose that burden of regulation on their smaller competitors. Such a strategy was aimed 
at industry rationalization with QHFC members surviving. Consequently the terms and conditions 
of the new award did not capture the true bargaining dynamics between fitness industry operators 
and their fitness worker employees.  
Our survey showed that financial rewards were not a key attractor to the industry, with just 29% 
of employer respondents and only 3% of employee respondents citing financial rewards as 
motivators. Conversely, 40% (25) of employer respondents and 60% (97) of employee 
respondents indicated that they had taken up work as a fitness centre manager/fitness instructor 
because they had been ‘a gym user and the job appealed to them’. As that ‘appeal’ was not 
financial, it is reasonable to assume that other intrinsic benefits must apply. 
According to employer data, 51% (497) of the total workforce (all functions) was under 25 years 
of age, while only 6% of the total workforce was 45 years or older although there is no physical 
impediment to employees of all ages carrying out fitness instructor functions. There was an 
extraordinarily high reliance on casual labour in this weakly regulated industry that was 
significantly different from both national standards across industries and the national standard for 
the Recreation, Personal and Other Services industry sector in which it operated. The total 
workforce comprised a small core of 21% full-time and part-time employees (with 84% of 
enterprises employing no part-time staff), and a substantial periphery of 79% casual labour (with 
93% of enterprises engaging casual staff, and 33% of enterprises employing only casual labour). 
Of those employing casual labour, the industry mode was to employ either 10 or 14 casuals. 
Some employers redefined part-time and full-time contracts of employment, with several 
employee respondents identifying that they worked 40 hours per week but were not entitled to 
paid sick leave or annual leave, while being classified by their employers as "full-time". 
Over half of employee respondents (53%) undertook work in the fitness industry as a second job, 
a significant difference from the 4.3% of employees nationally who in 1993 had a second job. 
The majority of fitness industry employees were drawn from the white collar occupations of 
teaching (23%) and clerical work (23%), in keeping with individuals seeking status through 
image rather than profession. For most employees there was a marked difference between their 
primary occupation and the fitness worker function where they ‘took the stage’ for instant fame, 
if not fortune. 
Casual employees indicated that they worked from 1 to 45 hours per week in the industry, the 
mode being 4 hours. Roster changes every week affected hours worked by 43% (52) of casuals. 
Only 27% (41) of all industry employee respondents had a fixed number of employment hours 
which never changed. While the majority of employee respondents (64%) worked for only one 
employer in the fitness industry, some casuals had up to seven employers during the week of the 
survey, either enhancing their audience and their status, or their income.  Despite this indication 
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of multiple employers, strong managerial prerogative in the unregulated industry attempted to 
restrict trade by fitness workers, with 34% of employer respondents implementing an unlawful 
restrictive work policy. While many reported sanctions such as reduced hours used for working 
for an industry competitor, 27% of employee respondents (90% of whom were casuals) had been 
threatened with dismissal for this offence.  
Actual pay rates for fitness instructors varied significantly from $8.50 - $60.00 per hour, but on 
average we estimated that fitness instructors had gross weekly earnings of $80.00. From this they 
spent a minimum of $20.00 per week on costs associated with their fitness industry job (aerobic 
clothing, training, annual accreditation costs, public liability and equipment). As one fitness 
worker interviewee put it:  ‘You don't do this for the money’. This was highlighted by the 
prevalence of employees who worked without pay on occasions such as special aerobic displays 
(40%) and fitness centre open days (31%). Of the 71% of employee respondents required to work 
on occasions without pay, 77% (89) were casual employees. Most employee respondents 
accepted the practice, consistent with strong managerial prerogatives in the industry and the 
availability of others who would work for free. Volunteers, identified as ‘people trying to get a 
foot in the front door offering freebies’ and ‘workers paid with free gym membership for 
maintenance and cleaning’, were used by 19% of employer respondents. Also a regular practice 
was the provision of classes without pay by instructors wishing to secure employment. Formal 
employment following on from the ‘freebies’ was largely based on ‘customer feedback’ – rating 
the instructor on aesthetic performance, good looks and personality which are the essence of 
physical capital. Anecdotal evidence identified one employee who had conducted five classes 
without payment for one employer prior to being employed. 
FITNESS WORKERS AND UNIONS 
Despite other differences, unions have a common purpose of protecting and improving the 
conditions of employment of their members. Wages, hours of work, leave provisions, 
superannuation, physical working conditions and job security have traditionally provided the 
central focus of unions.  The workforce of the Queensland fitness industry in 1993 was 
predominantly female, young, casual and non-unionized.  Peetz has argued that neither young 
(2006:30) nor female workers (1998:79-81) are predisposed against union membership, but they 
are less likely to belong to unions because of casualized employment, weakly unionized 
industries and, for young workers, high job turnover rates.  
The industry had at best a 6% unionization rate, relating primarily to staff employed at squash 
courts in reception and hospitality type roles. The FMWU had no members at the time. Both of 
these issues can be linked to the unregulated nature of the industry at the time. Cox et al 
(2007:720) use Kelly’s union mobilization theory to outline a number of components required for 
individual concerns to translate into collective action:  
(1) whether employees perceive grievances as specific injustices; (2) whether they 
feel entitled to have these addressed; (3) whether they feel there is a possibility of 
redress via a collective approach; (4) whether they attribute the problem to the 
employer or to a force beyond the employer’s control; (5) whether a collective sense 
of the problem as a shared interest is generated; (6) whether union organization to 
represent interests takes place enabled by structural factors or via social networks and 
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processes; (7) the presence or absence of workplace leadership to stimulate the 
articulation and representation of employee concerns. 
Three key factors were identified in the study as affecting trade union mobilization in the fitness 
industry after regulation. 
The first factor relates to recruitment. Poor union organization at the workplace level has been 
noted by Haynes et al (2007) as a significant factor in non-membership in unionized workplaces. 
Recruitment in these environments is largely left in the hands of union delegates or shop stewards 
‘doing the rounds’. Only one employer identified a union delegate in their workforce, and only 
one employer had been visited by a union official. In industries that have a low unionization rate 
to begin with, like the health and fitness industry, recruitment becomes reliant on external union 
organizers. The multitude of relatively small businesses and franchises, their heavy reliance on 
casual labour, the use of regularly changing hours and split shifts, as well as some workers 
having multiple employers, all contribute to the difficulty of organizing the workforce. While 
union right of entry regulations were more relaxed in 1993, allowing unions to enter workplaces 
to meet with members or those eligible to join the union, employee data identified that no union 
meeting had ever been held at their workplaces. The working patterns of fitness workers 
complicate the matter of making contact with workers to discuss membership and workplace 
issues.  
The second factor relates to a significant point of difference between the fitness industry and the 
service industry generally. The data indicated that over half (53%) of casual employees had a 
primary, full time occupation and undertook their fitness instructing as a second, casual job. This 
has the potential to affect their expectations in this employment relationship. Rather than being 
reliant on fitness work for income or job security, or any type of career path these workers are 
pursuing other ambitions. Even if they are union members in their full time employment they are 
unlikely to see any benefit for them in joining the union related to their casual fitness 
employment, and are unlikely to be interested in outlaying more of their already depleted pay 
packets. Those working casually without the benefit of a full time occupation were working on 
average 4 hours per week. 
In many senses employment as fitness workers (for the vast majority of casual workers) was not a 
‘real job.’ With no obvious income security issues related to this work, those undertaking this 
work may be seen to have been doing so to fulfill an individual goal – keeping fit, improving on 
their physical capital, inspiring others by exhibiting their idealized bodies, and so on. In 
industries with casual workers it is often full-time and part-time workers who agitate for wages 
and conditions improvements, and seek to mitigate the impact of casual workers on their job 
security through their unions. In the Queensland health and fitness industry in 1993 only 21% 
were full-time or part-time workers and many of these included owner-operators and their 
spouses. Without such an impetus, and with casual employees focusing on individual issues, a 
union could struggle to get any collective consciousness. 
Thirdly, as noted above, monetary rewards were not motivators in the employment relationship 
for fitness workers. Using Bourdieu’s (1984) conceptual framework, we interpret the significant 
value of physical capital for these workers as being a substitute for direct earnings. The intrinsic 
individual rewards available through the display of their physical capital override concerns for 
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equity in employment outcomes. While other workers also gain intrinsic rewards from their 
employment (nurses, teachers, ambulance officers for example), they are also concerned with job 
security and career paths that generally do not enter the equation for these fitness workers. As 
full-time, part-time or even casual workers nurses, teachers and so forth have much more 
structured employment hours and are able to pursue intrinsic and extrinsic goals through their 
terms and conditions of employment. Our argument is that fitness workers are primarily focused 
on their physical capital (their bodies) and ensuring that they can exhibit it to their audience 
(classes). This goal can be achieved in one to two hours per day, something which cannot be said 
for many (if any) other occupations. The monetary rewards are supplemental. Given the focus on 
intrinsic, individual psycho-social rewards from their physical capital, it is unlikely that the sense 
of grievance or shared problems outlined above (Cox et al 2007) as motivating union 
mobilization will occur amongst these workers. 
Together, these key factors reduce the incidence of employee grievances being perceived as 
specific injustices which they feel entitled to have addressed within their employment 
relationship. The very individualized nature of their employment as well as the limited hours 
worked make the sharing of the problem and its redress via collective approaches (should a 
grievance arise and be considered in the above terms) unlikely. Union organization is almost 
entirely absent, as is the presence of workplace leadership from a group of ‘standard’ employees 
who might raise concerns about wages and conditions. Union mobilization under these 
conditions is improbable. 
Fitness workers have much in common with sex workers. As Gall (2007:71) notes, sex work 
involve aspects of emotional and sexual labour; the industry is increasing in size; sex workers 
have ‘atypical’ working patterns; workers are overwhelmingly women; and they are components 
of the expanding private service sector where unionization has been weak. Each of these elements 
applies equally to fitness workers. The key difference between the two occupations is that sex 
work (depending on activity and location) may be illegal and perceived as immoral. This key 
difference for sex workers, toiling in another industry largely ‘invisible’ to regulators, leads to 
deliberate action to unionize. Not only to redefine their occupation, their industry and their 
working conditions, but to legitimize and normalize their work (Gall 2007). 
Fitness workers view their employment in a different manner. For fitness workers employment 
provides a vehicle for performance – the structure and format of that employment is largely 
irrelevant. And it is that irrelevance that poses the most significant barrier to a union being able to 
provide what these workers desire from that vehicle. 
CONCLUSION 
A 1993 study of the Queensland commercial fitness industry found very low union participation 
rates that were indicative of both the unregulated industry and declining trade union membership 
across Australia in the service industry generally. The prevailing conditions of employment in the 
industry were a reflection of custom and practice with an orientation towards physical capital as 
an asset, perpetuated by the enculturation of employers and workers as previous clients of the 
industry. In keeping with the literature, adoring clients respond to the aspirational context set by 
their instructors' celebrity, grounded in their physical capital and placed on display through their 
aesthetic labour, by pursuing the quest themselves for physical capital. As the project of their 
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body in itself and for itself develops, they too are in a position to assume the role of fitness 
instructor and take ‘the stage.’  
 
The rewards for those engaged in the health and fitness industry, both as employees and clients, 
centre on their physical capital. The quest for physical capital and the display of it through 
performance as a fitness worker creates a culture of individualism. Largely indifferent to the 
traditional rewards of employment, this workforce redefined what they wanted from their 
employment relationship. The workforce profile (young, female, casual) and their expectations 
(psycho-social rewards of adoration and celebrity) represent a significant challenge to trade union 
mobilization in a number of ways: difficulties in recruiting from an almost non-existent 
unionization base combined with a casualized workforce employed on an irregular basis; the 
relatively few hours on average that these workers are employed; the lack of income security 
requirements amongst the majority of the workforce – the sense that this isn’t a ‘real job’;  and 
the view that the employment is incidental to the performance. In this context, with workers 
willing to trade-off standard conditions of employment hard won by the trade union movement, 
trade unions would be unable and perhaps unwilling to deliver what these workers wanted from 
their fitness industry employment. Whether this is a consequence of the industry’s relative youth 
and changes as industry conditions change remains to be seen as we revisit the industry in 2008. 
 
We would like to acknowledge the contribution of useful comments by referees to the final version of this paper. 
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